





Chapter 9: NEW LABOUR’S INDUSTRIAL AND EMPLOYMENT POLICY





                                                                                       David Coates








     The possession by New Labour of a set of policies capable of strengthening the UK economy was central to its electoral appeal. The Labour Party after 1979 had been electorally vulnerable in this area above all others; and New Labour in opposition was well aware of how vital it was to persuade voters that the Party had settled on a set of proposals that were, at one and the same time, economically credible and qualitatively different from both Old Labour policies and Conservative ones. Prior to the election New Labour set about winning public credibility for its policies on industry and employment (a) by developing a new vocabulary in which to describe its broad economic goals, (b) by laying down a set of general promises and overall objectives, and c) by listing a series of discrete commitments. The relationship of promise to performance for New Labour in this area of policy can therefore best be judged by charting the implementation of promises, the achievement of broad objectives and the creation of an economy commensurate with this new vocabulary.








POLICY COMMITMENTS





     New Labour put down at least two broad benchmarks when laying out its industrial and employment policy prior to the 1997 election. In New Labour: new life for Britain, published in 1996, it said that it wanted to create a stakeholder economy, as part of ‘a genuine one nation, stakeholder society’, an economy, that is, which would be  ‘run for the many and not for the few’(Labour Party, 1996:8.9.17). ‘Stakeholding’ was canvassed, particularly in speeches and Party publications in 1996, as the Party’s new big idea: and though its meaning was never spelled out in great detail by any leading Party figure, its use did initially seem to commit the party to a more egalitarian distribution of power within the economy, or at least to changes in forms of corporate governance that would strengthen the position of consumers, workers and suppliers relative to shareholders (see for example Marquand, 1995, Leadbeater and Mulgan, 1996). In a much quoted address in Singapore in 1966 Tony Blair argued that ‘the implications of creating a stakeholder economy are profound. They mean a commitment by government to tackle long term and structural unemployment’. They also mean ‘the right relationship of trust between business and government’, the ‘encouragement of self-employed and small business’, and the creation of an economy in which everyone ‘feels part of the same team, trusts it and has a stake in its success and future’( Blair, 1996). Subsequently and in consequence, there was much discussion of the degree to which the realisation of  stakeholding’s ‘profound implications’ required an extensive and radical legislative programme; and in that discussion it is noticeable that Shadow Ministers quickly distanced themselves and the Party from stakeholding’s more radical advocates (on this, Darling, 1997:16). By the time of the election indeed, though the term was still used in the Party’s general publicity material, it had vanished from economic sections of the Manifesto. The Manifesto spoke instead of promoting ‘personal prosperity for all’, and restricted itself to recording the Party’s preference for ‘partnership not conflict between employers and employees’, and for ‘spreading ownership and encouraging more employees to become owners through Employee Share Ownership Plans and co-operatives’(Labour Party,1997:3,17). New Labour went into the General Election, that is, with the precise meaning and significance of its brief adoption of the rhetoric of stakeholding still unclear; and with a question mark over whether stakeholding would continue to be one of the defining benchmarks of its industrial and employment policy.


     Where the Manifesto was clearer was on New Labour’s commitment to the achievement of  ‘a third way’ in industrial and employment policy - one that was ‘neither old left nor new right’, one that did not choose (as they had) ‘between state control of the economy and letting the market do it all’ or between ‘head on conflict between bosses and workers and denying employees any rights at all’ (Labour Party,1996:5). New Labour claimed, prior to the election, that ‘the political agenda of Britain simply did not need to be like this’: that it did not have to be dominated, as in the past, by ‘the bitter political struggles of left and right…public versus private, bosses versus workers, middle class versus working class’ (Blair, 1997a:2). ‘The old left’, Tony Blair told the electorate in his introduction to the 1997 Manifesto, ‘would have sought state control of industry. The Conservative right is content to leave all to the market’(ibid:3). New Labour, however, rejected both approaches. It certainly left far behind any old-left enthusiasm for public ownership, and any whole-scale dismantling of the Conservative’s industrial relations ‘reforms’ of the kind promised by earlier Labour Party leaderships. Instead it offered the electorate its ‘third way’ - one built on a set of ‘basic minimum rights for the individual at the workplace’ and on ‘government and industry working together’ - a third way aimed ‘at enhancing the dynamism of the market, not undermining it’ in order to ‘raise the trend rate of growth by strengthening our wealth-creating base’. (ibid:3,10). The precise content of this ‘third way’ was also unclear on election day, but unlike stakeholding, its development as a concept would preoccupy intellectuals and ministers on a number of occasions in Labour’s first years in office.


    As the election loomed, and in keeping with its tentative exploration of stakeholding and third way alternatives to previous policy packages, New Labour made a number of general statements about the relationship it would establish as a government with the business community, the trade unions and the labour force. 





To the business community it offered ‘partnership’ to help businesses grow, and in particular ‘to develop the small and medium size business sector’. It promised ‘tough rules for the non-payment of small business debt’, and an improved ‘Business Links network to give specialised support to small and medium size firms’. It promised to ‘put together the best combination of public and private finance to renew infrastructure’, and - in its 1996 documents - even to create ‘a publicly owned, publicly accountable railway system as economic circumstances and the priorities of transport policy allow’. It promised to promote British science, R&D and innovation. It promised a set of Regional Development Agencies. It promised new policies to promote competition and protect the consumer. Instead of what it termed Conservative laiissez-faire, it offered ‘a co-operative approach’ as ‘the new Labour approach to industrial policy’(Labour Party, 1996:13-14).





To the trade unions New Labour declined to offer any total demolition of the industrial relations legislation of the 1980s. There was to be no ‘return to flying pickets, secondary action, strikes with no ballots or the trade union law of the 1970s’ (Blair, 1997a:3). Instead New Labour offered ‘a fair deal at work’, ‘modern workplaces with proper standards’, a set of ‘proper minimum rights for the individual worker’ built on a national minimum wage, freedom to join or not join a trade union, and rights of union recognition where a majority ballot in favour. New Labour also promised to sign up to the European social chapter, on the argument that ‘basic common terms of employment are entirely compatible with a well-functioning and competitive labour market’ (Labour Party, 1996:5,14-15).





To the labour force New Labour made the promise of policy to end youth and long-term unemployment, and to reskill the workforce to face the employment challenges of a globalized economy. It was convinced, its 1996 documents said, that ‘money is being wasted on the bills of failure - unemployment and social decay - instead of being spent on education and investment for the future’; and it promised to take ‘250,000 under-25 year-olds off benefit and into work by using money from a windfall levy on the privatised utilities’, to give employers incentives to employ those out of work for more than two years, to reset the training system to ‘place demand for skills in the hands of the individual’ through individual learning accounts, and to create a University for Industry (Labour Party,1996:5,16). Its goal, as expressed in its 1997 Manifesto, was ‘educational and employment opportunities for all’ (Labour Party, 1997:11).





These general statements of purpose and intent then crystallised into a list of discrete promises in the 1997 Labour Party Manifesto. New Labour promised to





Business


reform Britain’s competition laws, and pursue tough, efficient regulation where competition cannot act as an effective discipline;


reinvigorate the Private Finance Initiative, and give self-financing commercial organisations within the public sector more commercial freedom


support small businesses by reducing bureaucracy, provide for statutory interest on late payments, improve support for high-tech start ups, improve the Business Links network, and help small firms to sell abroad


establish one-stop Regional Development Agencies


strengthen the UK’s capacity in science, technology and design


promote new green technologies and businesses





Trade Unions and Worker Rights


leave the key elements of the trade union legislation of the 1980s intact


establish minimum standards for the individual at work, including a ‘sensibly set national minimum wage’ whose level would be set with the advice of an independent low pay commission with members would include ‘representatives of employers, including small business, and employees’


give people the right to join or not join a trade union


grant union recognition where a majority of the relevant workforce vote in a ballot for the union to represent them


support the social chapter, while deploying ‘our influence in Europe to ensure that it develops so as to promote employability and competitiveness, not inflexibility’ (Labour Party, 1997:17)


encourage Employee Share Ownership Plans and co-operatives








Employment and Training


introduce a budget within two months to begin getting young people and the long-term unemployed back to work


give 250,000 under-25s opportunities for work, education and training, through four options (each involving day-release education or training leading to a qualification)


provide high-quality education and training to all 16-17 year olds


give a £75 subsidy/worker for six months to employers willing to take on the long-term unemployed


initiate help to lone parents to return to paid employment when their youngest child is of school age


offer individual learning accounts to enable individuals to invest in their own training, with a government input of £150 into each account


create a new University for Industry, to extend lifelong learning








POLICY INITIATIVES





    In charting the manner and degree to which that broad set of promises are now in the process of being implemented, we need to bear in mind the range of Ministries involved in that exercise. The central ministry for at least the first two of these clusters of policy commitments  remains the DTI, run after May 1997 by a series of Secretaries of State (first Beckett, then Mandelson, then Byers), with deputies responsible for trade and competitiveness in Europe, for industry, energy, science and technology, for competitiveness (and labour law), for consumer affairs and for the small business sector. But four other ministries at least impinge on the DTI’s territory. The Treasury does, both through its general role and through the centrality of the ‘welfare to work’ initiative to the Chancellor’s employment strategy. The MoD does, through the heavy dependence of the economy’s science base on military-industrial production. The Departments of Environment and Transport do, through John Prescott’s policies on road and rail renewal; and - most potently of all - the DfEE does, through its responsibilities for employment and training.  The DTI’s trade policy has also to co-ordinate with the ethical foreign policy stance of the FCO; and its regional policy with the concerns of both the Welsh and Scottish office. Policy-watching, therefore, requires a wide lens.


     What is already clear, however, is the seriousness of the departments’ collective attempt to pursue the full run of the discrete promises made. By the end of the government’s second year in office, a number of both the minor and major elements in the Manifesto list were either still in the process of formation or had yet to emerge. The University for Industry, for example,  was still being designed; and we had yet to see ESOP’s and co-operatives emerge as important government concerns. But by then  New Labour had already moved on the bulk of its election promises on industry and employment, as follows. 





Business





     From the very outset, the Government made clear its determination to build a partnership relationship with the business community - and one based on exhortation and consultation rather than on either direction or heavy subsidisation. This determination was clear in Margaret Beckett’s opening speeches as Secretary of State for Industry.  It was signalled by the appointment of David Simon (the chairman of BP) as Minister for Trade and Competitiveness in Europe. It was implicit in the caution with which the DTI approached the issue of corporate governance reform; and it was evident in both the DTI’s policy on competitiveness and the deputy-Prime Minister’s extensive use of joint ventures with private capital in key parts of its transport policy. So





Margaret Beckett immediately wrote to hundreds of companies and business organisations telling them that, under New Labour, she wanted ‘the DTI to build a real partnership with every part of industry, so that business can thrive and prosper’ (see Box 9.1). It  was a message about government-business co-operation and ‘third ways’ that she and other Ministers then regularly announced in speeches in the City, to the CBI and Institute of Directors, and in a number of Europe fora - a relationship which, as Margaret Beckett put it in May 1988, ‘should rest on three pillars: strong markets, modern companies and encouraging enterprise’(Beckett, 1998) and which should seek in particular ‘to revitalise our manufacturing base by encouraging high-tech industries, boosting exports and ‘benchmarking’ British companies against overseas competitors’ (Beckett, 1997). Though the DTI experienced an unusually rapid turnover of senior figures in the first 18 months of New Labour in power, and was at its most politically potent only during the brief tenure of Peter Mandelson, in practice its policy priorities remained remarkably consistent and explicit, as each new Secretary of State moved quickly to make clear. The world  as seen from the DTI did not change with its Secretaries of State for Trade and Industry. It remained a world in which, as Stephen Byers said in his first major speech, ‘wealth creation is now more important than wealth distribution’, and one moreover in which ‘government should not hinder’ entrepreneurs but rather ‘work to ensure the market functions properly and contributes to creating a strong, just and fair society’ (Byers, 1999:9)





Insert Box 9.1. near here 





The main product of that policy consistency and associated world view was the 1998 White Paper Our Competitive Future: Building the Knowledge Driven Society. It was a white paper keen to establish the importance, for the future competitiveness of UK-based companies, of a fusion between entrepreneurship and innovation, and of people and skills. Putting particular emphasis on the future importance of digital technologies, it committed the New Labour Government to policies designed to encourage collaboration between and within companies, to the dissemination of best practice, to the consolidation of strong regional clusters, to the strengthening of competitive processes, and to the general raising of labour skills. In the process, the White Paper also committed the DTI to a new set of roles: triggering innovation in the public sector, ‘champion[ing] business needs in government’ (DTI, 1998:61), aiding the SME sector, and driving forward the entire enterprise and productivity agenda of the Government as a whole (see Box 9.2).





Insert Box 9.2 near here





While maintaining a critical stance towards existing legislation on corporate governance (particularly in relation to the short-termism resulting from the pre-eminent position of shareholders, and the excessive salaries awarded to senior directors), the DTI settled for a drawn-out period of consultation on the modernisation of company law (a White Paper only in the year 2001) and a preference for voluntary codes rather than law. At the same time, a new Competition Bill was announced in the first Queen’s Speech, making the abuse of market power by cartels illegal, strengthening powers of investigation and increasing penalties. A green paper on the enhanced regulation of certain of the privatised utilities was issued in March 1998, and legislation followed. The MMC and the Office of Fair Trading were not merged, as proposed in Opposition; nor did the DTI set out new and more demanding criteria for permitted mergers, as had been foreshadowed prior to 1997. Instead the new legislation simply replaced the MMC with a new Competition Commission charged to block anti-competitive agreements between companies, with the OFT given greater powers to enforce the new competition rules.   


The DTI did not, of course, preside over any new public ownership, as had Labour industry ministries in the past. On the contrary, New Labour shed public assets in air traffic control, student loans, and defence evaluation and research; and instead reviewed and relaunched the previous government’s Private Finance Initiative. In New Labour’s first 18 months in office,  a series of major public/private partnership deals were announced (particularly in the transport and health sectors, and in local government); and at local level, close government-industry collaboration was strengthened by the creation of a series of Regional Development Agencies. More generally, Gordon Brown’s second budget introduced tax credits on investment in research and development by small and medium size companies, as just one of a string of discrete policy and funding initiatives adopted to strengthen the SME sector. Other policy innovations here included legislation to entitle small firms to charge interest on late payment of commercial debt, DTI support for the business ‘angels’ network feeding investment funds to small firms, and the creation of a Small Business Service. In its first two years under New Labour tutelage, the Department also proliferated a series of task forces: charged with tackling such things as excessive red tape and skills shortages; and even - in a move reminiscent of ‘Old Labour’ industry ministries - on one major occasion at least, provided public funds to persuade a leading overseas car company (in this case BMW) to maintain its UK manufacturing capability.








Trade Union and Worker Rights





     Policy here has also matched promises made, both in the detail of legislation and in the spirit of that detail. Policy has consistently focused on the provision of individual rather than collective rights, and has been designed throughout to ensure that the provision of minimum employment rights does not undermine the achievement of labour market flexibility and economic competitiveness. So the new Government immediately recognised trade unions at GCHQ, invited TUC leaders into Downing street,  and signed up to the social chapter; but also immediately went on the ideological offensive in Europe, calling for greater labour market flexibility and opposing French plans for EU-financed job creation. The new Government established a Low Pay Commission and accepted its eventual recommendation for a National Minimum Wage of £3.60; but in its own evidence to the Commission argued for a lower rather than a higher figure, and leaked internal cabinet disagreements on the scale and character of exemptions to that minimum. And the Government implemented the European Working Time directive and issued a White Paper on employment law (Fairness at Work); while pushing for widespread exemptions to the European directive and indicating that the new employment law was a one-off resetting of the legal framework around industrial relations, which once established would not then be extended further. So





The ban on trade union membership at GCHQ was lifted within two weeks of Labour taking power, and that same month the TUC met the Prime Minister privately in No. 10 for the first time in a decade.  But from the outset of the new Labour government Tony Blair was keen to emphasise New Labour’s ‘fairness not favours’ approach to the unions and to issues of labour market regulation. The TUC was told in September 1997 that there would be no going ‘back to the days of industrial warfare, strikes without ballots, mass and flying pickets, secondary action and all the rest’ (Blair, 1997b). Nor would there be any return to highly regulated labour markets. As Tony Blair put it in introducing Fairness at Work, ‘even after the changes we propose, Britain will have the most lightly regulated labour market of any leading economy in the world’ (Blair, 1998).


A Low Pay Commission was immediately established, survived a bruising public clash between Beckett and Mandleson (later to replace her at the DTI)  on whether exemptions to a National Minimum Wage were desirable/feasible, and eventually recommended a figure of £3.60/week (with a lower rate for younger workers).  This figure was below that sought by the TUC, just 20p more than the 1992 Labour election promise, and nowhere near the “50% of men’s median earnings” which had been the Party’s original position; but was broadly acceptable to the CBI. The machinery for the establishment of a national minimum wage (including a statutory base for the Low Pay Commission) was introduced in November 1998; and the new single national rate (with no variation by region, sector, occupation or size of firm)  was introduced on  April 1 1999.


The Government immediately signed up to the social chapter, accepting its parental leave and works councils clauses; and later (September 1988) brought the European Working Time Directive into UK law, so providing for all those workers not excluded from its provision a maximum 48 hour week and a minimum of three (from 1999, four) weeks of paid annual leave. In May 1988 the DTI published its Fairness at Work White Paper, outlining a new set of employment laws, which it then brought forward early in 1999 as the Employment Relations Bill (see Box 9.3). The  White Paper proposals included new individual rights for workers: including a reduction in the legally required qualifying period for an employee from unfair dismissal from two years to one, the removal of any maximum limits on damages that an Industrial Tribunal could award for unfair dismissal, and the right for union members to accompanied by a union representative of their choice during grievance and disciplinary procedures. The White Paper also included new collective rights, including automatic union recognition when more than 50% of the bargaining unit were unionised, or if - when balloted - 40% of employees voted for recognition. The White Paper also proposed to make it illegal for an employer to discriminate against an employee on the grounds of either union membership or non-membership. Certain of these rights (particularly those around union recognition and unfair dismissal) were much resisted by employers organisations, and subjected to detailed changes as the bill moved through its legislative stages in 1999.





Employment and Training





     Here both the Treasury and the DfEE took the initiative early. As promised, Gordon Brown produced his ‘welfare to work’ budget within two months, and set in train a ‘New Deal’ programme for the young unemployed (see also Chapter 13). Ministers at the DfEE - and particularly David Blunkett - pressed employers heavily for increased commitments on re-skilling labour and made a major push on educational standards, wider educational access and life-long learning (see also Chapter 12). So





The Chancellor announced his £3.5 billion welfare-to-work proposals (his New Deal) in July 1997, offering four different education or training options for the young unemployed and associated job counselling,  designed to get 250,000 young people back into work. The scheme was piloted between January and March 1998, and fully implemented thereafter. Its provisions were subsequently extended to the long-term unemployed over 25 (and to their spouses/partners!), and to public sector employers as well as to private and voluntary sector ones, and were accompanied by changes to the rules governing benefits for 18-24 year olds under the Jobseeker’s Allowance.  The New Deal  also included a six-month £75/week job subsidy scheme for the long term unemployed, and a £200 million initiative to find jobs for a million single parents (by advice, training and day and after-school child-care schemes)


The DfEE provided £58 million to kick-start a series of Employment Zones designed to tackle long-term unemployment black spots. The Treasury simultaneously issued a green paper Employment Opportunity for All committing the Government to achieving macro-economic stability, a flexible and adaptable labour market underpinned by minimum standards, skilled and adaptable people, policies which encourage people to move from welfare to work, and a tax and benefit system that makes work pay.


The DfEE launched a green paper on life-long learning (February 1998) which committed the Government to investing £150 million in one million individual learning accounts, and which reconfirmed New Labour’s commitment to a University for Industry. The Department also provided £15 million to ‘kick start’ the launch of the University, planned for the year 2000; announced a new £2 million fund to support trade union education: pledged £143 million to widen participation in higher education; and won £160 million from the European Social Fund to support life-long learning and skills upgrading. Early in 1999, the DfEE also announced a £112 million scheme, beginning in April 2000, to give ‘personal job accounts’ to the long-term unemployed. These scheme is to pool existing benefit, training and job search funds in an attempt to help unemployed adults to set up small businesses, improve their skills or acquire extra assistance in their search for suitable work.








POLICY EFFECTS





     Two preliminary conclusions seem appropriate at this stage of New Labour’s implementation of its industrial and employment policies: a conclusion relating to their novelty and character, and a conclusion relating to their effectiveness.





On their novelty and character much has already been written and claimed. The industrial and employment policies of the New Labour Government have been - and continue to be - presented as clear evidence of the emerging ‘third way’ in British politics (on this, see Giddens 1998; Driver and Martell, 1998). Initially presented (by both leading Labour Party figures and by sympathetic commentators) as a middle way between the market-driven policies of the Thatcherite period and the state-driven policies of previous Labour governments, the portfolio of DTI policies which have subsequently emerged are invariably now defended by ministers as a balanced intervention advancing the needs of both employers and workers, and are regularly wrapped in the rhetoric of partnership and justice. Yet in practice, if partnership is the real watchword here, and if balance is genuinely intended, then it is not a partnership of equals that is being advocated; nor is it a balance between Capital and Labour that is being created. On the contrary, the DTI has aligned itself (and the Government) just as near to the institutions and organisations of private business as the rhetoric of partnership allows. It has, for example, moved quickly to ease labour regulations wherever the outcry by employers against their introduction has been particularly strident. (This was especially evident in the speed and character of the DTI’s reaction to the detail of the Working Time Directive: excluding as it did vast categories of labour, and moving swiftly to deny the applicability of its holiday requirements to such part-time and vulnerable workers as paper boys (on this, see Financial Times, 11.2.1999:1). Moreover, Labour Ministers from Tony Blair downwards have persistently lectured trade unions on the need to subordinate their demands to the imperatives of economic modernisation in the private sector, welcoming ‘workplace partnerships’ (Financial Times, 24.4.1999:36) only with unions so inclined; and have taken every opportunity (as did their Conservative predecessors before them) to emphasise the Government’s prior commitment to the creation of wealth rather than to its distribution. Of course it is true that this Labour Government has been (and remains) more active in the pursuit of some parts of its industrial and employment policies (particularly those directed at labour re-skilling) than was its Conservative predecessor: though even here (on what is arguable its central industrial policy area) New Labour is still as reluctant as were the Tories to introduce any compulsory levy on firms, preferring a policy of exhortation and voluntarism of a kind far less radical than that advocated by Labour in the 1980s (on this, see King and Wickham-Jones, 1999). But this marginal discontinuity in policy from both the Conservatives and from Old Labour is hardly enough to sustain the wildest of the ‘third way’ claims. New Labour certainly has a self-confidence about its policies, and a propensity to package them in a ‘third way’ wrapper, which its Thatcherite predecessors latterly had lost: but take away the wrapper, and the underlying product looks remarkably similar in direction and detail to that pursued by the Heseltine DTI  New Labour’s ‘third way’ in industrial and employment policy may be new when measured against the industrial and employment policies of the early Thatcher governments, but it looks remarkably similar to the industrial and employment policies of the later Major ones; and to that degree at least,  New Labour’s  ‘third way’ may not be quite as novel as some of its proponents would have us believe.


Now these are early days, of course, and the policy difference between the Major and Blair governments may yet intensify, particularly if the employment-creating initiatives of the DfEE (and the Treasury) do begin to bear significant fruit. And that in the end will be the appropriate test both of their novelty and of their effectiveness: whether, in Tony Blair’s words, New Labour’s third way economics do ‘raise the trend rate of growth by strengthening our wealth-creating base’ All that can be said now is that such a strengthening has not yet materialised. Nor yet are there many signs of its coming. For after two years of New Labour government, the UK manufacturing sector is still in recession, the UK balance of trade is still at record heights, and the UK labour force (though in work to a degree not matched by labour forces elsewhere in Western Europe) is still, by comparison to them, earning low wages and working long hours. The rhetoric of policy may have moved in new ways, and its presentation by ministers may have acquired a new professionalism and a new energy. But in the world of industry and finance to which that new policy is primarily addressed, old ways remain firmly in place. New Labour’s rhetoric has not yet dented that entrenched triad of net capital export, low manufacturing investment, and high dividend payouts which combined to rob previous policy packages of the industrial and competitive renaissance for which their advocates strove; and unless that dent can be made, and made quickly, it will presumably not be long before New Labour will begin to pay the electoral price of promising so much and of delivering so little.  Time will undoubtedly show that New Labour has been loyal to its electoral promises, in this policy field as in others; and that is immensely to its credit. But time will probably also show that the policy promises to which it has been so loyal were actually inadequate to the task for which they were proffered: so opening a space again for the argument that New Labour would have served us better by refocusing that loyalty on different and more radical promises.
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Box 9.1








Margaret Beckett to Businesses Large and Small, to Business Support Organisations and to Trade Unions


May 3 1997





I want the DTI to build a real partnership with every part of industry, so our businesses can prosper and thrive. This means building a high investment, high skill, sustainable economy through open and competitive markets at home and abroad.





Before we came to power we consulted extensively with all sectors of the business community. Now that we are in government we shall build on that consultation, working closely with Britain’s entrepreneurs.





We aim to make our manufacturing and service industries competitive so that we are among the best in the world in the 21sy century.





In the world, we are particularly keen to work in partnership with Britain’s exporters and to expand the number of companies, small and large, who are exporting.





In Europe, we need to give Britain new leadership and to drive for the early completion of the Single Market.





At home, where small and growing firms are the bedrock of a successful enterprise economy, we shall improve the quality of our support in the regions.





Our regulations will be simple, helpful and fair. We have already started discussions with organisations representing small business and with some local authorities about cutting red tape and encouraging enterprise.





In our high skill economy, I want us to have the benefits of stable and co-operative relations between employees and employers. The Social Chapter and the national minimum wage are tools we should use to help us achieve this.





I have a vital responsibility to develop our science base and exploit innovation to boost business in the UK.





Under my leadership, the DTI will seek to create a dynamic and supportive environment in which entrepreneurs with good business ideas and well-run established businesses can look to the future with confidence.





Britain is a great place to do business and the best base from which to compete internationally.





Margaret Beckett



























































Box 9.2





The Government’s White Paper sets out the role it and business need to play in improving the UK’s competitiveness. Our aim is to close the performance gap between the UK and other major trading nations. This is a job for business but Government must create the right environment for business success by providing an economic framework which is stable and enterprising. The Government will put in place policies and programmes to help business innovate and succeed as we all face the challenge of the knowledge-driven economy….





Government’s role is to:


invest in capabilities to promote enterprise and stimulate innovation


catalyse collaboration to help business win competitive advantage


promote competition by opening and modernising markets








(Source: Business Summary of the Government’s Competitiveness White Paper; December 1998)












































Box 9.3





Key proposals in the Employment Relations Bill





Measures to help parents combine home and work responsibilities





increasing maternity leave for all employees to 18 weeks


40 weeks maternity leave after one year rather than two


3 months unpaid parental leave, including for adoptive parents


the right to take time off for domestic emergencies


tackling discrimination against part-time workers





Minimum standards for all individuals at work





raising the limit on compensatory awards for unfair dismissal to £50,000


extending protection against dismissal for those taking lawful industrial action


prohibiting unfair dismissal waivers in fixed-term contracts


the right for workers to be accompanied at disciplinary/grievance hearings


prohibiting ‘blacklisting’ or other discrimination because of union membership


a statutory procedure for individuals to obtain recognition for trade unions, where there is clear support for this


legislation to improve the regulation of employment agencies, and to better protect the interests of those using them





(Source: http://www.coi.gov.uk/coi/depts/GTI/coi563f.ok)
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